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THE LUNAR DATE OF RAMESSES II 
LEE W. CASPERSON, Portland State University, Portland, Oregon 
DUE largely to the efforts of R. A. Parker, the various calendars used in Egypt 
are now fairly well understood.' Dates which the Egyptians expressed in both their 
civil and lunar calendars can sometimes be determined exactly, and the study of such 
dates has been extremely important in efforts to establish an accurate Egyptian 
chronology. However, the successful use of this method obviously depends on one's 
ability to reconstruct accurately the astronomical and observational conditions on 
which the lunar calendar was based. 
I have recently re-examined the methods used to calculate lunar dates and have 
suggested some ways in which those methods could be made more accurate.2 The 
revised procedures were applied to the lunar dates of Thutmose III, and those dates 
would be valuable in fixing the chronology of the early Eighteenth Dynasty. In a 
similar way, there is a lunar date associated with the reign of Ramesses II, and that 
date is important in establishing an absolute chronology for the early Nineteenth 
Dynasty. The purpose of this article is to describe briefly the results of applying the 
revised lunar calculation procedures to the lunar date of Ramesses II. 
The date of interest is II prt 27 of the fifty-second year of Ramesses II, and that date 
is recorded as being pidntyw, i.e., the lunar crescent was not visible before sunrise. 
Based on a review of historical evidence, M. B. Rowton had argued that this lunar 
date must fall between 1246 and 1234 B.C.3 To be thorough, Parker extended that 
interval by ten years at each end and then carried out detailed calculations for the five 
most likely dates.4 While none of those dates yielded exact agreement with his 
astronomical calculations, Parker was inclined to accept 22 December 1239 B.C. as the 
date in question and "to agree with Rowton that the reign of Ramesses II began in 
1290 B.C."5 
Since the publication of Parker's study in 1957, many other authors have re- 
examined the evidence relating to the date of Ramesses II's accession to the throne. In 
his The Scepter of Egypt, part 2, published in 1959, Hayes stated that Ramesses II 
assumed the throne in 1290 B.C.6 On the other hand, in his chronological studies for 
The Cambridge Ancient History,7 he stated that 
I R. A. Parker, The Calendars of Ancient Egypt 
(Chicago, 1950). 
2 See my article "The Lunar Dates of Thutmose 
III," JNES 45 (1986): 139-50. 
3 M. B. Rowton, "Manetho's Date for Rameses 
II," JEA 34 (1948): 57-74. 
4 Parker, "The Lunar Dates of Thutmose III and 
Ramesses II," JNES 16 (1957): 39-43. 
5 Ibid., p. 43. 
6 W. C. Hayes, The Scepter of Egypt, pt. 2, The 
Hyksos Period and the New Kingdom (1675-1080 
B.c.) (Cambridge, Mass., 1959), p. 334. 
7 Idem, "Egypt-to the End of the Twentieth 
Dynasty," The Cambridge Ancient History, 3rd ed., 
vol. 1, pt. 1 (Cambridge, 1970), pp. 173-93. 
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the date of the accession of Ramesses II, the third ruler of the Nineteenth Dynasty, has been 
narrowed down to a choice between 1304 and 1290 B.c.; recent studies of cuneiform documents 
relating to the king's contemporaries or near-contemporaries in western Asia tend to indicate 
that the higher date, 1304 B.C., is the correct one.8 
Those "recent studies" refer again to the work of the Assyriologist Rowton, who by 
then had revised upward his own chronology for Ramesses II.9 E. Hornung main- 
tained that the accession of Ramesses II occurred in 1290 B.C.,10 and the same 
conclusion was reached by D. B. Redford." Later, however, Redford inclined toward a 
date of 1304 B.C. for the accession of Ramesses II.12 According to K. A. Kitchen, 
"1304 is no more assured than is 1290; one must be right, but we still cannot say which 
with absolute certainty.""13 More recently, E. F. Wente and C. C. Van Siclen,14 M L. 
Bierbrier,s1 R. Krauss,16 Hornung,17 Kitchen,'8 Parker,19 and others have considered 
the possibility that Ramesses II came to the throne in 1279 B.C. These authors are not 
all equally enthusiastic about this later date, but they all now view it as at least a 
plausible alternative. On the other hand, the higher date of 1304 B.C. is considered to 
be unlikely in view of recent discoveries in Syria.20 
From the previous brief summary, it is apparent that the dates advocated for the 
accession of Ramesses II have varied considerably, and, for the sake of thoroughness, 
I have recalculated the observational conditions for the five most likely dates as 
identified by Parker in 1957.21 For consistency, I have assumed as before that the 
king's astronomers had the observational capabilities of an idealized Jerusalem 
observer.22 Table 1 includes a listing of the relevant data for an observation site at 
Heliopolos and possible accession years of 1304 B.C., 1301 B.C., 1290 B.C., 1279 B.C., 
and 1276 B.C. The first eleven columns relate to the time of occurrence of the 
astronomical new moon as expressed in several different calendar systems, and an 
explanation of this arrangement has been given previously.23 The last six columns 
8 Ibid., p. 189. 
9 Rowton, "The Background of the Treaty be- 
tween Ramesses II and Hattusilis III," JCS 13 
(1959): 1-11; idem, "Comparative Chronology at 
the Time of Dynasty XIX," JNES 19 (1960): 15-22; 
idem, "The Material from Western Asia and the 
Chronology of the Nineteenth Dynasty," JNES 25 
(1966): 240-58. 
10 E. Hornung, Untersuchungen zur Chronologie 
und Geschichte des Neuen Reiches (Wiesbaden, 
1964). 
11 D. B. Redford, "On the Chronology of the 
Egyptian Eighteenth Dynasty," JNES 25 (1966): 
113-24. 
12 Idem, "New Light on the Asiatic Campaigning 
of Horemheb," BASOR 211 (1973): 36-49. 
13 K. A. Kitchen, "On the Chronology and His- 
tory of the New Kingdom," Chronique d'Egypte 40 
(1965): 310-22. 
14 E. F. Wenie and C. C. Van Siclen III, "A 
Chronology of the New Kingdom," in Janet H. 
Johnson and Edward F. Wente, eds., Studies in 
Honor of George R. Hughes, SAOC 39 (Chicago, 
1976), pp. 217-66. 
15 M. L. Bierbrier, "The Date of the Destruction 
of Emar and Egyptian Chronology," JEA 64 (1978): 
136-37. 
16 R. Krauss, Das Ende der Amarnazeit, Hil- 
desheimer agyptologische Beitrage 7 (Hildesheim, 
1978), pt. 2; idem, Sothis- und Monddaten, Hil- 
desheimer agyptologishche Beitrige 20 (Hildesheim, 
1985), pp. 119-44. 
17 Hornung, "Chronologie in Bewegung," in 
M. G6rg and E. Pusch, eds., Festschrift Elmar Edel 
(Bamberg, 1979), pp. 247-52. 
18 Kitchen, review of Studies in Honor of George 
R. Hughes in Serapis 4 (1977-78), pp. 65-80. 
19 Parker, "Some Reflections on the Lunar Dates 
of Thutmose III and Ramesses II," in W. K. 
Simpson and W. M. Davis, eds., Studies in Ancient 
Egypt, the Aegean, and the Sudan: Essays in Honor 
of Dows Dunham (Boston, 1981), pp. 146-48. 
20 Excavations at the site of the ancient city of 
Emar imply that the destruction of that city and 
other associated Syro-Hittite sites occurred after 
1191 B.C. In the words of Bierbrier, "Destruction of 
Emar," the incorporation of this new information 
into Egyptian chronology "casts strong doubt on 
the 1304 B.C. date." 
21 Parker, "Lunar Dates," pp. 42-43. 22 See again my "Lunar Dates of Thutmose III," 
p. 144. 
23 Ibid., p. 146. 
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TABLE 1 
NEW MOON DATA FOR AN OBSERVER IN HELIOPOLIS AND JERUSALEM VISIBILITY COEFFICIENTS 
JULIAN GREGORIAN EGYPTIAN DAY TIME VISIBILITY 
OF OF 
YEAR MO DAY YEAR MO DAY YEAR MO DAY WK DAY -2 -1 0 
-1252 10 28 -1252 10 17 1530 4 29 1 17:35 6:21 279 6:22 167 6:23 52 
-1252 11 27 -1252 11 16 1530 5 29 .3 5:28 6:46 233 6:46 104 6:47 
--17 
-1252 12 26 -1252 12 15 1530 6 28 4 16:06 6:59 343 6:59 146 6:59 19 
-1251 1 25 -1251 1 14 1530 7 28 6 1:55 6:54 191 6:53 46 6:53 -47 
-1251 2 23 -1251 2 12 1530 8 27 7 11:28 6:34 272 6:34 75 6:33 -8 
-1249 10 25 -1249 10 14 1533 4 26 1 23:55 6:17 263 6:18 162 6:19 64 
-1249 11 24 -1249 11 13 1533 5 26 3 19:26 6:43 247 6:44 135 6:45 37 
-1249 12 24 -1249 12 13 1533 6 26 5 13:54 6:58 218 6:58 99 6:59 8 
-1248 1 23 -1248 1 12 1533 7 26 7 6:03 6:55 168 6:55 65 6:54 -10 
-1248 2 21 -1248 2 10 1533 8 25 1 19:10 6:37 299 6:36 123 6:35 44 
-1238 10 23 -1238 10 12 1544 4 27 6 18:32 6:16 284 6:17 173 6:18 62 
-1238 11 22 -1238 11 11 1544 5 27 1 9:51 6:42 227 6:43 123 6:43 22 
-1238 12 22 -1238 12 11 1544 6 27 3 3:31 6:58 180 6:58 83 6:58 -7 
-1237 1 20 -1237 1 9 1544 7 26 4 22:17 6:56 257 6:56 130 6:55 41 
-1237 2 19 -1237 2 8 1544 8 26 6 16:25 6:38 196 6:37 77 6:36 2 
-1227 10 22 -1227 10 11 1555 4 29 5 8:07 6:15 264 6:16 131 6:17 5 
-1227 11 20 -1227 11 9 1555 5 28 6 19:00 6:41 336 6:41 181 6:42 56 
-1227 12 20 -1227 12 9 1555 6 28 1 6:40 6:57 237 6:58 107 6:58 5 
-1226 1 18 -1226 1 7 1555 7 27 2 19:00 6:57 325 6:56 155 6:56 62 
-1226 2 17 -1226 2 6 1555 8 27 4 7:58 6:39 212 6:38 107 6:38 37 
-1224 10 19 -1224 10 8 1558 4 27 6 7:08 6:13 199 6:14 101 6:15 4 
-1224 11 17 -1224 11 6 1558 5 26 7 23:42 6:38 282 6:39 177 6:40 78 
-1224 12 17 -1224 12 6 1558 6 26 2 13:55 6:57 257 6:57 146 6:57 48 
-1223 1 16 -1223 1 5 1558 7 26 4 1:43 6:57 209 6:57 100 6:57 8 
-1223 2 14 -1223 2 3 1558 8 25 5 11:28 6:41 294 6:41 136 6:40 42 
NOTE: Latitude = 30. 1, Longitude = 31.3'; Visibility Coefficients: C = 11.5, C2 =0.008. 
indicate the local time of sunrise and the visibility of the moon at sunrise for three 
days near the date of conjunction. The zero column heading corresponds to exactly 
the date of conjunction; minus one is one day before; and minus two is two days 
before. The visibility numbers represent one hundred times the ratio of the lunar 
height at sunrise to the minimum height for visibility. 
The use of table I can be illustrated by means of an example. From the third row of 
the table one finds that there was a new moon on the afternoon of 26 December 1253 
B.C., and in the Egyptian calendar this was the twenty-eighth day of the sixth month II 
prt. At sunrise on that day, the visibility of 19 means that the lunar crescent was too 
near the horizon to be visible. One day earlier, however, the visibility of 146 means 
that the crescent could (in principle) be plainly seen. Thus, the lunar month should 
have begun on II prt 28, the first day of crescent invisibility. This result is inconsistent 
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with the text unless the observer failed to see the crescent the preceding day. Also, 
since a lunar month of twenty-eight days is not possible, the observers would have to 
have missed the marginally visible crescent (visibility 104) the previous month on I prt 
28. Thus an accession year of 1304 B.C. cannot easily be harmonized with the text. 
From the eighth line of the table one finds that a 1301 B.C. accession date can safely 
be excluded, since the observers would have to have claimed to see the crescent on II 
prt 26 when it was already marginally invisible (visibility 99) the day before. Further- 
more, the invisible crescent would have to have been "seen" on I prt 26 to avoid a 
lunar month of thirty-one days. 
From the thirteenth line of the table one finds that the observers would have to have 
"seen" an invisible crescent on II prt 26. Thus, the 1290 B.C. accession date is in poor 
agreement with the text. 
From the eighteenth line of the table one finds that the observers would have to 
have missed a marginally visible crescent (visibility 107) on II prt 27. This is not an 
unlikely kind of error, and thus a 1279 B.C. accession date is almost consistent with the 
text. 
From the last section of the table one finds that the observers would have to have 
"seen" invisible crescents for two months in succession. Thus, a 1276 B.C. accession 
date can probably be excluded. 
Ideally, the above comments would allow us to conclude which accession dates are 
most likely based solely on considerations of astronomy. If it is more likely for an 
observer to miss a visible crescent than to "see" an invisible one, then one should 
prefer either 1304 B.C. or 1279 B.C. Of these, the 1279 B.C. date is more attractive, since 
the theoretical crescent visibility was only marginal for the corresponding observation. 
In fact, with slightly more conservative estimates of Egyptian observational capa- 
bilities, one finds that the moon may actually have been invisible on the morning of II 
prt 27. It is regrettable that there is not more direct evidence on the observational 
abilities of the Egyptians; there would probably be considerable value in modern 
observations of the lunar crescent at the sites of Memphis, Heliopolos, and Thebes. 
